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THE STRUCTURE OF NARRATIVE RETELLING .

\ ) -
One basic funct1on of 1anguage 1s the communication of experience. We
. \
’estabhsh a 17hk to the peop]e around us by sharing and eva]uat1ng the events

of‘our Tives. As Nancy Martin writes: ’
_Personal "stories" ate in fact the basic fabric of children's
c nKersations,‘thg means By which‘they enter into other peopte'Sn
xperiences, try them oh ,for fit and advance into genera] ideas.
t wou]d seem 11ke1y'that adults also do th1s,‘t?at we co]]ect1ve1y

through anecdotes,»bu11d up a shared representat1on of life. (1976,

p. 43) &w R )

i
- . . ‘
Ja es Britton suggests that n rrat1ve primarily develops as a social act1v1ty,

as bne of the ways peop]e communicate with one another (1970, p. 71)._ Narra-
tive can also function as one of the ways of understand1ng experience. We
t 11 pe0p1e about the events of\our lives ndf on]y to share, del1ght or bemoan
xper1ences, but a]so to try to omprehend them through 1anguage\\'To put a
equence of evgnts 1nto words is to come to. §ome sort of an understanding of
hem. It is language used in thef role of spéctator {Britton, 1970), 1anguage
' nSed not to get something or achieye some goa] but rather used to eva]yate
and 1nterpret exper1ence ' It 1s the 1anguage ff goss1p and mono]ogues, the
stories told at the end of the day N1th feet progped up and a dr1nk in hand.
\

Just as we are narrat1ve produc’ng, we ahe also narrat1ve consum1ng We

~ ta]k to one another about books, teleyision shows, mov1es, the ballet in the

f.
same ways that we talk about our own e per1ences, You see a new movie. It

was good. It made you think. So you ell someone about it. Just as we use

\

w-harrative to share and .to.interpret expgrience, we also retell narratives we
] n T

R4
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s ' Narrative Retelling/2

' ) - e
cannot represent the events of. rea1‘11fe exactly,” of course. It cannot

" include everything that happened or @11 of the remembered or Unremembered
details: There is a necessary proeess of selection at work. Narrators o

select .a sequence of significant events ko include in a particular story, as
4 . a‘ 4 - . M
* a representation of a particular experience. Seymour Chatmarn (1975) argues
4

.. 5 ’ i
that: . . .o . )
o‘ . r ) ~
R narrative--any narrative,iregardless of the style--is
t , F) .

" ¢always a finite choice, represented by a 1imited number of

-
o

discrete statememts among a continuum of actions; no such choice »
can ever be totally ébmp]ete, since the number- of pgssible state-

ments of the-large actions’issinfinite .,. . ?he author selects
3

those‘events wh}ch he';eels'are sufficient.to eliwit 9n the mind

of h1s audience this cont1nuum. {(p. 305) e , oo

’ If the\or1g1na1 nprrat1ve is not an exact representat on of rea]Tty but a
selected vers1on, controlled and 1nterpreted by the narrator then in a retel-

11ng, a further process of selection takes p]ace, as the rete]]er must se]ect
J\

’ from the Timited store of evédts in the or1g1na1 story to rete]] the stﬂry to

l. 7 - o

others.. ! L 4 &

-

< ot

’

'Rete]]inbs of narratires have been‘widely used in researth to §ather
A ®

s

data about read1ng comprehens1on and. about\story reca]] (Goodman, K} and Burk’

1973, Goodman, Y 1971 Ste1n and G]enn, 1979 Thornd1ke,‘1927 M;hdler and
.Johnson, 1977 and Bower, 1976 among'others?“, In thes di fferent stud1es,'

»

rete1]1ngs are mapped against the original stony us1ng a‘story ‘outlin %\\Good-

man and Burke, 1973), proposwt1ona1 analysis (Thornd1ke 1977), or some then

L]

analytic system. These approaches to the ana1ysus of. narrat1ve rete111ng must

-

" assume that there 1s no,process of se]ect1on 1n the’ creat1on of a narrat1ve <

rete1]1ng comparab]e to the process de§cr1bed by Chatman The mapp1ng of the .

~content of a narrative rete111ng aggjnst the content of* the’ or1g1na1 story

] 5
. P . .
- » . , . -. v -~
° . . .
N
.




. the stories were remembered. , N X o
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equates compnehension of a story with recall of that story, the more of the

¢

‘original story that is recalled in the retelling, the better the comprehension.

-

Ideal comprehensionZ then, would be complete or perfect recall of the original .

; . . . . v
story, and there can be no process of se]ectgon if the entire story is
’ ) 2 \ -
reca11ed . . . , :

‘\. (’. o~ o
\ .

;Thornd1ke (1977) for examp]e: ekamined thereffect of plot structure on'

recall of prose by preparing four versfohs of a single story, each(w1th o o0
"different amounts/of‘harrat1ve structure as defined by a story grammar (p. 83). b ,\\ ;
There was a vers10ﬁ w1th norma] story structure, one with the theme statement . )
moved from the. beg1nn1ng-t6 the end of the story and theme- d1rect1ng p]ot TS
structure removed, one w1th the theme statement removed entirely, and a B .
descriptive vers1on with a]] tempora1 sequenc1ng removed Tﬁornd1ke had ) ,
subjects either read.pr ]1sten to one vers1on of‘the story and then "tg wr1te

the passage as close to verbatim as poss1b1e, exactly as it appeared in

'word1ng and sentence order® (p. 86). Thornd1ke then segmented the originatl ’

.stor1es and;the rete]ldngs into propos1t1ons, clauses or. sentences thch‘

conta1ned action or stat1ve~verb5’(p 87). Retellings were scored for _the - o

number of propos1t1ons from. the original story that}were included. Thornd1ke . .
found that the greater the amount of na?rat1ve structure in the or1g1na1 story, }
the greater the number of propqs1t1ons recalled in the re{e111ng (p/ 88)

Theoex1stence of 1deqt1f1ab1e organizat1ona1 structure was found to be a
s1gmf1cant'f.actor for memoyy of na\r\ratwe d1scourse (b -95) Thorndike % S
assumes that the subjects were attempting verbatim»recall‘as instructed. If

they were not, if for'example, these subj 5 re/se]ecting from the events< ) '
in the origina1'story to choose tho® events which they felt communicated the .‘~

point of the story, then the ex1stence o;quent1ftab1e organ1zat1ona1 structure ’ . "

.y

3

may have affected how these stor1es were uhderstood rather than how much of

{ . 4 - ~

.
0N 4 v -
'




',*cons1st of a simple sequence of~n&rrat1ve c]auses, the ora] narratives wh1ch

e ' :

- . Narrative Rete]]ing/4

( Reteltings have .also been studied by the sociolinguist William Labov.

N ’ ’

Labov and h1s assoc1ates have been e]1c1t1ng narratives from subjects 1n order

0

to.ro]]ect extended samples of relatively unmoni tored speech Lava has . .

3

co]]aborated with several peop]e to deve1op a d1st1nct sociolinguistic, speech

act based theory oF narrative (Labov and Waletzky, 1967, Labov, 1972, Labov -

and- Fanshel, 1977). ) . |
Labov defines narrative as “one_method of recapitulating past~ekperience

bj mg;ching a verbal sequence ot.claﬁses‘to the sequence»of évents which (it

» [
is inferred) actua]]y occurred" (1972, p. 359). While some narratives may
)

Labov co]Jected were typ1ca11y more‘deve]oped hav1ng some or'all of the .
foJ]ow1ng components: an abstract that encapsu]ates the po1nt of the’story,. T

an orientation which may 1ntroduce the time, the sett1ng, the main charac-

ter(s).and the s1tuat1on a serﬁes of comb11cat1ng actions, an. eva]uat1ve\
sect1on whgre the po1pt of the story is comnun1cated .a ser1es of resolving
act1ons, and a coda which s1gnals that the narrat1ve i.s f1n1shed (p 365) . -

?.ﬁg%m .

It is the not1on of eva}uatﬁon that, distinguishes Labov s theorxtfrom other .*r}.

11ngu1st1ca11y based ‘analyses of narrative. Eva]uat1on can be <thought of 4

most broad]y as a]] of the var1ous ways narrators communicate ‘the point- o%

»

: the1r story to an aud1ence Narrators evaluate stor1es to ward off_the
w1ther1ng\ﬂyest1on "So what? Let me tell you what happened‘to mel® 1 by showing .
that the/eGents of a{story are worth reporting (p. 366). Eva]uat1on can be
anyth1ng wh1ch stands out in a stary from an explicit statement about the ~

N point. of the story to a, subtle transformat1on Jof narrative syntax ,which h1gh- '

11ghts ‘certain _events, po1nt1ng to them as more 1mportant more centra] than .
. - e - = . . @d " -
others. .- = . e A ) oo e
, € . ~ ¢%-
Labpv and his assOc1ates have also asked informants to g1ve "an account - - .

»

of a favorﬂte te]e*1s1on ‘show, or a~recentTy seen cartoon. These "narratives
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. . S
. . of vicarious experience" as he has ca]]ed them were typ1ca11y Tike th1s

retelling of an ep1sode of "The Man from U.N.C.L.E." by a preado]escent Har]em '
youth: ’ ’ . &<; . ‘ ) ’ : ‘ ‘
This kde-Napo]eon got’ shot . .
and he had to go on a mission.
“And so this kid, he went with Solo. \
So they went . - . :
. - ¥ ) : T
and this guy--they went through tth window, ) L

q

" and they caught h1m . _ ‘ _ )
And then he beat up them other .people. R / . I N—
And they went *
_andthen he said . o * .
’ ) that thiswo]d lady was his. mother 'Z . \
and then he-zand at the end he say _ o R
° " that he was that guy's friend.l Ql/]Za g 367) S S .

Labov suggests that the meaningless and d1sor1ented effec:ﬁof this
‘retelling, the sense of not kgowyng,what:1s 901"9 on or whi it is going on is( (/
beceose "none of the remarkable events that occur is evaluated" (p. 3§7).' In e
this retelling, there is no sgnse that any of these events is more important
than any other event, and: there is no sense of hpat the point of the, rpte]11ng
* s, Most of the rete111ngs that Labov has' co]]ected are uneva]uated narra- :
Lo tives like the oneY]ust quoted, 1ack1ng a sense of what the s1gn1f1cant events

‘\;; of the story are and what the point of the story is pA 367

. N Eva]uat1on is one of the ways the selection process, funct1ons in narra- -
% tive, Narrators select certa1n events 1n the story wh1ch they;pe{ce1ve as " _f

?5“-5 o centra] to the point’ of the story and then emphas1ze those events by various
”‘ g

- transformations of- narrat1ve syntax to commqn1cate that point to others. By

. . , -
suggesting that.retellings are typically unevafluated, Labov is suggesting




\

. retellings. are point]ess}\dtsorganized, unevaluated narratives, it would

‘

J
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that theré is no se]ectton process in rete]]ing, that when retelling, the

narrator is trying to recall all the events he/she .can remember from a story.

.

Laboy has’made asclaim about the typ1ca1 structure of narrat1ve retel-
lings. It can'be confirmed or'djsconfirmed empirically by examining -the-----

structure of other narrative retellings.. If a significant number of other

-
-

7 -

_supfort the notion that retelling is a form of unstructured recall. If, how-

‘
A
.

. N L4 « ~
ever, retellings are typically evaluated stories, then it would suggest that .

in fact a process'oi selection does take place at least in some instances

during narrative rete}ling:

N The reteliings £xamined here were co]]eCteo as part of the evaluatioh
materials for a curriculum deve]opment prOJect completed by the Eng]1sh Depart-
ment at M1ch1gan State Un1ver51ty w1th a school district in southmestern
M1ch1gan. The subJects were a]] wh1te, sixth grade students from a sem1- .

“rural env1ronment 'Fifty students were identified randomly and g1ven a

4Reading Miscue Inventory (RMI) at the beginning of the school year.and again

o

N\ . ’
at the conclusion of the yﬁbr ™o stories were tised, "The Runaway" by Warren
-
J/AHa141burton and ”The Parsley Gardeny' both are stor1es about .young boys in

trouble who are strugg]1ng to find a role for themse]ves in soc1ety %he
e

stories were extens1ve1y’ed1ted and rewr1tten S0 that they were the same

length with a similar narrat1ve structure ‘and a s1m11ar readab111ty.

N .

"The procedures used for data collection would appear to‘have-discouraged
evaluatéd rete]]ings The students were lead out of the1r classroom by a
stranger, taken to a small room and asked to.read a story out 1oud after which
they were to tell the'researcher everyth1ng they could, remember about the
story.- In everyday" colversat1on, narratives are told for a var1ety of

s
reasons: to make a point, to commun1cate an -éxperience to others, to enter-

- > 1

tain, etc. These e]even and twe]ve year o]ds, however, were to rete]] a




" to determine what if any points these studenxs are making in their rete111ngs.

| . . o ~ o s
oo jf \ " . Narrative Retelling/7 R
- - :

story to a reééarcherlnho had just Jistened to them read it owailyf \They

-could not'inform‘the researcher about @he story; they could not reasonably’

expect to entertain fthe researcher; nor did they have to demonstrate that

tne story was_in any Way worth retelling. A1l they had to do was tell the

}esearcher everything they could remember. . ; .
In preparing this analysis, a random sample of twenty retellings, ten o% J

"The Runaway and ten of "The Parsley Garden" was drawn from the }arger

sample. The analysis of. these retellings is in three parts.- First the

various syntactic’features of narrative which Labov Has called "syntactic

evaluative devices" are -inventoried. These devices can be identified

. . - . \ .
grammatically without reference 'to the structure of the retelling. ’Next the Y
narrat1ve structures found in these rete111ngs are exam1ned F%na]]y, the .

evaluation sect10ns of the ten rete111ngs of "The Pars]ey Gasden" are 1so]ated

- . \
t

r\ /
Syntactic Evaluative Devices

(4

Labdv has argued that\narratine syntax is*re]atfveﬁy simple; he suggests

- that a narrative cﬁadﬁe can be described by an eight slot structure (1972, P. |

376); An} transformation of or addition to that structure is unusual; hence

it carries evaluative force (p. 378). Labov has c]assifi&g)the‘Ways narratogs .

\J 4’
manipulate narrative syntax into four major categories: ingensifiers, compar-
o

ators, correlatives, and explicatives. Table 1 summagizes the evaluative

devices from these categories which were found in the ten retellingd of "The

. . ‘ v
Runaway" and in the ten retellings of "The Parsley Garden." )
¥ ‘ (‘
Insert Table 1 about here.
. s
Intensifiers are the simplest ags most stra1ghtforward evaluative device.

&

They do”not significantly alter narrative syntax but. select a part1cu1ar

/ ":I ) A
: ?

- ":) \ \
. s

Ld




“which could habe happened se

" are past progressiyes (be. ..

. .,
and right embedded-participleg:
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*

.l1 . ~ /.
event and intensify it. Examples of intensifiers in the retellings inéTude

instances of expressive phonology: AL said, 'No-o-o'“ (said with’a suggas-

tion-of insolence); quan{ifiers: "He didn't want the job at all"; lexicdl
. 1 -
items: "Char]ie told Larryj"Chlcken'", reget1t1o (the po]1ceman) out of

curiosity said, 'Halt! Halt"", and wh~exc1amat1ons «"He"ye]Teo 'Hey""

Comparators evaluate the events of a narrat1ve by comparﬂﬁg events which

actually happened to events which did n¢t happen or events which -could have
happened or might happen. “Aamparators are the most frequently used dey1ce iy
this sample. There are exa )1es of i mgérat1ve "And he said, ‘Lowk!- Don't
turn me in to the policex";.ﬂuest1ons. "And then Mr. Clemmer said, 'Why did

_you steal it?'"; negatives:l‘"And he didn't get to dance with her anymore";

t

futures: "That he was-going‘to take him to the police"; quasimodals: "She
had to get up early the nextfimorning"; and or-clauses: "And they'd pay him a
dollar a day if he did that.! -

Correlatives evaluate euents by br1ng1ng together two or more.events

uent1a11y $o that they‘are understood as happen1ng

1

'simultaneously _The .evaluat ve force of correlatives 11es 1n the suspension

of action;® the forward move t of “the narrat1ve is suspended wh11e s1mu1-

taneous events are regorted. Mo$t of the. corre]at1ves found in the rete111ngs

ing)* "Then Roger was smiling at Larnry," although

there are a]so examples of d% ble past progress1§es (doub]e -ing)' "And she
1N A
¢k in the parsley garden work1ng on a beneh,"

seen Al work1ng out in the ba
. i

5 : "And he saw people nailing boxes-together.
! A ‘

Explicatives evaluate evdnts with various subordifate glauses which
? G

either qualify one event with fanother us1ng conjunctions such as "when" or
"while" or which explain an eWant by referring. to another or to a state of

being using conjunctions such as since or because. In the retellings, simple .
i ] )
l

- qualifications: "So . . . whep his mother went to bed, he just sat there"

i
- L4 ! .
M & P} -~
‘ ‘ U
. :
. ? -L
.

7 ‘ : i




_ — : -
’ " . . ‘ "Narrative Retelling/9 | ;

and simple causations: '"And he said no because he hated them both" are the

- most frequentTy'used T A

In addition to the dev1ces found" in rete111ngs, other dev1ces--1eft

~

brahch1ng participles, nom1na11zat1ons, and compound causat1ons--appeared in

~

the or1g1na1 st6r1es but not in the rete111ngs ConverSe]y, externa] evalua- -
tion. (the subJect mak1ng an eva]uat1ve comment about ‘the story such as "and ‘
that s why he was hum111ated"), express1ve phonology, repet1t1on and double
appos1t1ves appear in the rete]11ngs but are ngt found in the original stories.
These s1xth graders use a full range of syntactic evaluative dev1ces in their

rete]]lngs,\but they also use devices which were not used 1n the original

story while not using other devices which did appear in the or1g1na1 stor1es.'
- . © A

» * \
Narrative Structure in Rete]]inqs

~

In the one hundred rete1]1ngs rev1ewed for th1s paper there were three

examp]es of nqrrat1ves which were s1m11ar to the rete111ng of an episode of

"The Man, From U.N.C.L.E." quoted earlier, stor1es without orientations or.

codas that jump right énto‘the midd]e of the ‘action with a confused and

4

disorienting list of unevaluated events:

.. e éan away with some friends /' . ST ‘ . ,
s and they hurt the man in the store . . . ~
and a . ... police caught him . . . . : .
‘ . r . . ‘
_ (Cathy, "The Runaway")
7 ‘ . [
He stole a hammer. . . .
*His mother had a garden. . Y -
He made a bench o ' ‘ .
\ - \_ N K -
’ The manager of the--the managerof the store was Mr. C]emmer ///-T~\
[

He offered the~boy a job. 5

°
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. A, R
\ . . \ »

«« I can't think of anything. ' ‘ —~ AT ':.i -

(Dave, "The iars]ey Garden") - . o >

Al's mom had gone.

,And Al stole a hammer . “

* < .
0 \ . |

and got caught. B . & .
+ Auod he bought the h . . . nis mom bought the zammé}
" “and he made a ]ité}e bench. oo ) i
‘ ~(Rita, "Thé"Pars]ey Garden") - . O

N‘ng/of the events in these three rete]11ngs are evaﬂuated Thede 'is none of

the complexity of syntax, the modals, negat1ves or 1ntens1f1ers found in . T
narratives of personat-experience. The action is unclear, the references
. often confused. These are vicarious narratives as. Labov discusses them. .

-

R . [t is remarkable, however, how few rete]?1ngs are actually like Labov S

K retellings. . Even the. most m1n1ma1 rete]]1ngs norma]]y take. the form of
[ L < ¢

w;'comp]i-cating action, e;\\uat1on, and resolving actien:
c [:jThese boys went in'& store ZN ) T
and they got in,é fight. -, + . 'Q'a

' . ' R Y
'Eg-—~The cops were after them;so they got in a ?Erry;boat)\/x, ‘
[ ] N .o '
* . ’ .:’fl ~
Qnd they took off . . ;31;_ . +
R and the'ccpé caught Réger A R

And took*him some p]écew “ ‘~\3 v
(Tim, !The Runaway") ‘

Ko
- S

7 L 1

< -
The firsi two clauses of Tim's retelling form the‘ﬁgmp}écating action of his

7’

narrative. “The third c]aﬁse is the evaluation of thé narritive. LIt suspends -

the action by’explaining why'the boys were.on’ the fErry and separates the T

+

~ complicating action from the resolving action. The fourth f1fth and sixth

A ]
v/

\

12 =
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-

1z

" clauses are the resolution of the narrative.  The boys take off, and the police

.
L]

cateﬁ Roger. Tim's fete]]ing loses most of the detail of the original story;
it is a summary, almost an abstract. It is difficult te tell what Tim feels
is tne potnt of the story‘other than that the boys were being chased by the

* police. 'Still T1m s retelling is a fu]]y formed narrative. There is . ¢
complicating act10n eva]uat1on which suspends‘the action and separates ‘ ~\
comp]icat1on from reso]ution, and there is resolving action. Few of the

retellings are:as sinple as Tim's. Many~are_comp1ex.and skillfully strugtured,

utilizing a vayiety of evaluative devices and embedded narrativesto create

sophisticated stories, Most, however, fall between these extremes. They have

{

a clear narrative structure, which simplifies the original story but which
also uses a limited range of evaluative devices to communicate a clear point

about that story.

- a

Jﬁe narrative structure of the rete]]inﬁs will be examined/in'two parts:
first the tnansitional components, abstracts, orientations, and codas which
are all obtional, and then the cycle of complicating action, eva]uation, and
resofving action which must appdar if a narrative is to be fully-formed in

s ‘
Labov's sense. _ '

e, ; , -
Abstracts, Orientations, and Codas'in Narrative Reti{%ings , ~

N

’
Abstracts, orientations, and codas can be sefn as trans1t1ona1 components ;

in narrative. ~They function pr1mar11§rto estab11sh and to maintain the ‘téaé//,-, .

channel of commun1;2;1on between a speaker and a 11stener - The abstract . }!}'
;

orients the listendr %o the fact that a narrative is about to begin by encap-

1

suiating the point of the story; the orientation estab11shes the time, place,

characters and setting; and the coda s1gnals that the narrative is f1n1shed
' c - . ‘
Table 2 sumnar1zes the orientations and.codas found" in the twenty .o

retellings examined eaflier. ‘ ) .
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Insert Table 2 about here.

, A]i iWenfy refe]]ings have either an orientation, a coda, or both. Some -
transitional components are'quite simple: . ‘
There Qere thése thvEg boys
and they.-weren't very good.
(Orientation ysed By;Leslie, "The,Rdnaway?)p

*

That's all -1 remember.

-

— " (Coda used by a number of subjects) TR _ -

[ L]

" Other orientations and ‘codas are complex character sketchéé or poignant final

4

~ e
d a‘parsley garden

A

This boy Al--they¥

images of a boy firding himsel in a difficult world:

and one day he was éittfng»by'thﬁggarden -

he wés eating parsley K

/

and he wanted,

if he had timé,-he wanted to make something out of some old .

. e . L ;
box wood and with his nails

but he didn't have a -hammeY

and somehow he wanted to get the hammer. ‘

o

(Orientation used by Leslie, "The Parsley Garden")
i s '
A

And A1 Sat outside, sitting-on the bench that he made with
thes hammer and nails'and that box that he got.

;]

‘(Coda used by Don, "The Parsley Garden") ’ »

7/

Orientations and codas are optional features of narrative. Hven when

A

they do not occur, listeners understand that an utterance is a narrative.

Orientations and codas are, however, typical features of narratives. From an

?

early age we hear stories that .open with 'Once upon a time' and that close

°

-~
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with "The end." These sixth graders knew how narratives-are(supposeq to _

begin and end, ahd this knowledge ¥s reflected in their retellings.

-

Complication, Evaluation ahd Resolution in Narrative Rete1lings -

4

' while most retel[ings have either an orientation, a coda or bogh, all of .

'the rete]11ngs examihed (except for those quoted ear11er which are comp]ete]y
devo1d of eva]uation and evaluative dev1ces) ‘have a sequence of comp11eat1ng
‘action, evaluation and resolving action. It is possible to find unevalyated
rete]h’ngs.° It does not seem possible to find retellings where eva]uécfpn
appears randomly on unsystematically. Eya]uat}ve devices may ;ppean in a
variety of positionsfin a narrative, in the abstract, orientation or coda, in
the evaluation section of embedded narrat1ves, even in the act1on near the
central evaluation of the ‘story. But regardless of where else 1t appears,

<

evaluation and evaluative devices always separate the- comp11cat1ng action

fnom the resolving action. {f narrative retelling was a form of unstructured

recall{ then at least some subjects would include the onientatTan of a story,

-

. - b Y
_or the coda of a story .in their retelling while retelling the body of the

&

story as a series of unevaluated events, but it never happens. Evaluation,
2 .,,\2\ o

when it appears, is a]ways systematic s
\Lpuise's retelling of "The 5ars]ey Garden" is a representative
rete]]ing. It is not as simple as Tim's or, as complex as others. There is a

s1ng]e cycle of complicating action, evaluation, and resolving act10n, and no

. D
‘.

embedded narrativess Louise beg1ns her retelling with an or1entat10n in the

first two clauses. The orientation introduces. the main character (A]) and

—~— Iy
the behavioral situatjon, (he wdnted -a.hammer).

[}

3 ~ 6

>

L
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T~ ‘ " 1 Okay, Al.stolea , . . or he didn't have any money to . .

~

-—;_2 and he wanted a hammer.

S,

_ ————— 3 S0 he went to the store .
» . { 4 and he took the hammer. : . a

5 And then a guy ca‘eght him -

-

—— 6 and he turned him into the manager. /
N ) ’ ) . Ky ' ) !
[ 7 And the manager was. going to turn him over tp the police. :’ . )
.8 And . . . they, quy . . . or, Mr. . . ..Okay, and thanothey'._ .
e N here'going to tuin him over to the police ' v M B
U_:______. 9 and he'didn't want them to: ‘- 7
[— 10 And hegworked for an hour | /
R - “ 11 and. they gave him the hammer.’
| 12 But he kept on working. v 2 )
. ——: 13" And they wanted him to stay for the Qob ) ' “ -
%‘ . ¢ — But he didn' t He didn' t cause he hated them both. -

S € 5

-

" (Louise, J"The Parsley Garden")

o

There is one evaluative device, a_ negative: "Al didn't have any mdney."
Louise tries to begin her st(;ry with action, with Al stealing the ‘hdmmer, but-

she realizes that this® act1on can be m1smterpf‘/ted s0 she 1nterruptfs herse]f

¢

to expiain why A] sto]e the hammer, because he didn't have any money. Being

poor though, does not Just1fy steahng a hammer so she interrupts herse]f again °

Y4

to explain that he wanted a hammer The 'point that Louise is makmg here is

that A1 had a reason’ for tak1ng the hanmer Al wasn't a sh1ft]ess Juvenile

& '_dehnquent he wasn't steahng for a thri] cause he was bored. He needed

h.x’
;;-’ a ‘hammer and being poor, stealing was the only way he, could get it.- Al had a

reasonable need for the hammer, and reasonable needs shoulg be met if possible.

9

B

, ,
= 1237
v M ,. ¢ .
- . ’ '
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) The comp]icating‘aétion of Louise's narrative in clauses three through

“sif focus on the stealing of the hammer. Al goes to the store, takes the ¢

hammer'and gets caught. The eva]uat1on sect1on, in clauses seven through
. . P »

nine, is thé confrontation between Al ‘and th% manager of_ the' store after Al

~

was cabéht ‘There. are three evaluative devides: two past progressives and a

negative. This scene is central to the storﬂ and appears in most of the .

retellings . A1l of the maJor themes of the tory are found in the dialogue

i

between Al and the manager, and the conflict of the story is estab11shed Al - Y

N ™
wants to be a respons1b1e person, but when he steMs .the hammer and qs caught,,

he gives up any c1a1m to that role as the manager demonstrates by systemat1ca11y

stripping -Al of all his d1gn1ty ) ii f P L , ~

7

LA had stood there for f1fteen m1nutes before the man looked at him aga1n
v "well?"'

. "I didn't mean to steal it. I just need it, and I haven't any mongy." ..

"Just becauSe you haven't got any meney doesn't mean “you've got a right

~

-

K. to steal things doés 1t7"

-

. “No, sir,". Al replied: ) ' . ’

"Well, what'am I going to do with you? Turn yiggoyer to the police?”

Al didn't say anyth1ng, but he certa1n1y didn'tywant to be turned,over to
‘

the police. SN E R S
"If I+ let you go will you prom1se never to///eal from this store again?" j
, P |

"Yes, sir." ' i '

.

- S
"All right " The man shrugged with res1gnat1on *Go out this way and

-

don t come back‘unt11 you have some money to spend "

("The Pars]ey‘Garden") . o . ) v

The jmportante‘of this passage “is reflected in the large number of evaluative

devices that are used, twenty-seven in seventeen clauses, almost twice the - &“’*\\j

avenage_density of evaluation in the story. Louise eliminates almost all of
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¢

. Lol

the deta1] from her retelling of the scene to focus on "the fact that the man
was th1nk1ng about ‘turning Al over to the. po11ce and Al doesn t want h1m to
L0u1se is present1ng her major po1ht he}e §tea1;hg,1s wrong. va yQu,stea1 _
you should be’ punished, sent to the po]i}e. The”dtsortentatioh she has in the
¥ middle of the section "and . . . they, guy . . . or Mr. ... ." seems to be an

. . CoL .
b . < attempt to include other material from the -original scene, but she is unable

!

tibintegrate this material with her major pbiht s0 she drops it. When asked

-

[ by the researchers why she thought the author’ wrote the story, Louise responded:

gw you shou]dn t, .you shouldn't take stuff even though you don't have any

- money or whatever," echoing the two péants she made in her evalugtion and ‘ )
> f or1entat1on, that stealing is wrong even when yoJ have a reasonable need ;’7‘
.,V @ hammer but no money. L ) i
A . GThe reso]ving actjon of Louise's'rete11i:fjjjhc]ausesvten throuqh thirteen

presents what happened after’Al's confrontation with the manager. "He goes
back ﬁhe next day and works at the store. After.an hour, they give h{m the .y,

¥ oim & “

hammer; but ‘he keeps on work1ng Then, at the end of the day, they try to
g1ve h1m a job-which brings Louise to her cbda in the final c]ause of the : :T“ ‘
. 4 retelling: - ) ‘
' " But he didn't (take t)ve job). He didn't. cause he hated them both.

(Louise, "The&Pars1ey Garden") _ .

There are four evaluative devices here/;&wo negatives, a causative and the

repet1t10n of - the negat1ves which adds extra emph&s1s here rather than }‘ . N
' req:1ent1ng the- narrat1ve as it did 1h the evaluation -section. In her coda,
' . ) Louise presents her third point: Al wants to be a responsﬁb]e person. Al is .
a youth strugg11ng to find a place for himself l” soc1etn The men 1nuthe ? ‘ .3

store, however, ‘treat Al like an irresponsib]e child. They make hﬁm.ha?t.

-

They destroy his logic. ‘But Al proves them wrong. He goes back, works all
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day and_then turns down their ofter of a job, taking only a hammer. Chiﬂdren

have very 1itt1e contro] of their Tlives; they are dependent on others for
food and she]ter .One of the few ways Al can assert that he is a responsible
person is by exerCiSing-freedom of chOice,‘ra§u51ng to take something from
people he doesn' t like. ot

Louise's simple narrative may not he too clear.. She is.not a strong
reader, and the evjdente from the story to support the three points she'makes

L

is not presented with partiquar skill. Louise s retelling, however, 1s no\*

" an uneva]uated 1ist of events 1ike the retelling of "The Man From“U N.C.L.E."

-

quoted earlier. It is, rather, a fully formed narrative w1th a]] of the
L ] .
.components you wouid expect to.find in such a nagrative. ,;\\\
] V -

. - \ v
The Points Made in Retellings of "The Parsley Garden" .

ihe'points which are made in narrative retellings can also be examined,
hy isoiating the evaluation sectio*s-of the retellings from the rest of' the
narratives. Of the ten retellings of "The Parsley Garden," seven, i ke \' "
’Leslie's, have a single sequence of comp]icating action, eva]uationflapd
resolving aqtion.‘ Three, however, have two indeoendent sequences of compli-
cating actioh; evaluation and resolving action. This means that there are
thirteen evaluation sections in these reteili/gs)of "The Pars1ey Gardentﬂgggégg
the students should Ye focusing on what they feel are the c centra] events of the
gstory to present what they feel is the point or pointg of the story ‘they have ‘
just read These sections have been e§tracted from the retellings for comparison:
And he didn't have a good night. because he was thinking about thjs.

*

(Betty)

] R T e
Al was waiting there for a few minutes, 'til the manager said something,

.hthat he was going to take him to the police. . . N

k4

But A] didn t say nuthin“
(Billy) . - ..
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- v, -E - N . . ‘ . . . é
' The manager sa1d to]d him if he'd like him to call the policé?
And Al didn't say anything.

Then the guy told him he would let him go.

& o .
(DOH) B N e - R " - 4 r
And she said, "I don‘t want you to‘steél anymore."
(Darrell) ‘ I A . C
’.w B , . i , -
"And then A1 had to waitxfoﬁ fifteen minutes. - - -

And then the manager finally asked him if he was going to steal from the

. i’ \
store any more. . ’ *

Al said, "No-0-0."

1 *kk . : - ‘\.\

/ : . ¢
And he didn't take it. , . - Co. . '
He d1dn t want il , = )
~ He d1dn t'want a job there. : ' l ‘ c,

e (ENHed - '
» * v ? ~ ’

But he' didn't get’ much s]eep that n1ght because he was th1nk1ng about ,

" what happened - .

+ (Leslie)

3

- And the manager wasggqing';o turn him over to the police

and . . . the, gqy w . Ory Mr: . . . Okay. .. : ‘\\‘

’

And then they” were going to turn h{m over to the police «
~ and he didn't want them tg. ‘

(Louise)

He didn't sleep mgcﬁ::
(Micky) ‘ -3 . o

Q - - k 20 . -
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- So’ she was going to give him some money to go back and buy it
but’ he didn't want to

*kk -

¢

. but he d1dn t want to take the money because'he didnit like the two men.

: e s gt . t
(Sally) : o Lo

*

And he said, "Look! Don't turn me Qn to the police!".

>
~

* kk ’ R 3y

- , p . * -
'And.he’didq't take it {the job).
.. J :

(Terny) ' ’ 2

> h 4

~

F1ve of these eva]uat1ons“are from the conversat10n between Al and the manager
£ Y

-at the store They make the p01nt that stealing is wrong aﬁd that Al wants to

be a respons1b1e person Three of the evaluations focus on the fact that A1~

didn't get much s]eep that n1ght two‘“h the cbnversat1on between Al and h1s‘

£y

mother, and three on Al's refusa] of the job. Each of ‘these makes the” po1nt

1fferent way that A] wants to be a respons1b1e person. These thirteen'

-

story‘and just two gene?al points: Al wants to be a respgnsib]e persOn and

-
: stea11ng-1s wrong In these reté111ngs of "The Pars]ey Garden," a narrow

2

range of events are se]ected for evaluation®to put forward a small number of
\ ¢

points. Rete]]ers genera]f? agree*about the p01nt Qr p01nt? a story makes
There isla good deal of var1at1on, however, in ‘the amOunt'of evidence used to
highlight and emphastze the eva]uation seetions'af -

- Rosenb]att has argued that read1ng shoutd be viewed* as‘a transact1qn
' between a reader and a text (1979) Rete141ngs come out of that transact1on
and both the text, and the reader contribute. In the limited number of events
that readers evaluate in-: the1r rete111ngs, and in. the 11m1ted number of points

.

that they ‘make in those evaluation sect1ons, "WE See the contribution of the

-
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text; 1n‘the range of. detail and in the evaluative dev1ces the rete]]ers

select to suppor%.those points and to eva]uate those events we see the
contr1but10n of the reader In th1s§sense ¥a. rete111ng properly examined is

-

a w1ndow 1nto the ‘transaction of read1ng

- A
: ~
Aa ~ hd

£ Conclusion , °

) '
»

° «

Labov's observat1ons about the nature of the rete111ngs do not genera11ze
. ¢

to the retellings exam1ned here A rete111ng of & story is not an attempt at

verbatim recall, rather it is an attempt to commun1cate an understand1ng of a

story by se]ect1ng, organ1z1ng and emphasizing certain events from the story'

while ignoring others. Th1s conc]us1on is supported by four observat1ons

about the rete111ng//exém1ned here: # ~. - _

~

1. These retellings conta1ned a comp]ete range of the syntact1c evalua-

t1ve devices that Labov has 1dent1f1ed in narrat?%és of' persona]

N +

experience. .

+
0 ©

2. (Ihese retellings had the same narrat1ye s!ructure that Labov has

dent1f1ed in narrat1vesd# personaﬂ _experience.

3. The syntactic eva]uative devices uhich appeared in retellings were

- -~

somet1mes in”the or1entat1on sect1on, somet1mes in thyaaoda, and some- .

_times in- embedded narratqves,but they always appeared in the eva]uat10n
7

section of the narrative, separating the complicating action from the
. . “ N A"

resolving action. - .
4. The eva]uation section(s) of the~rete111ngs presented what these

»

sixth grade students felt was the p01nt “or’ points) of the story they

had Just read. ; o
v

Py ] . r -~

There is, of c0urse, no way of know1ng why Labov's SubJeCtS did not

evaluate their retellings. It cou]d be because the’ or1g1na1 narratives were
-
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television shows or cartoons It could also be dle to a particular sgyle of

reteTT1ng used by black. 1nner-c1ty youth-as suggested by Watson- (1973) It

»

is also possible, however, that the reteTT1ngs Labov examined*were unevaluated
because his subject’s d1d not perce1ve a point to the’te]ev1510n show thEy had

Just watched: (or perhaps betause there was no point), and hence they had no*

-

po1nt ‘to communlcate in the1r reteTTlng The pre-ado]escents examined here
Ve R

’ 3
from a semi- ruraT area in southwestern Michigan were read1ng stdtries about

children approx1mate]y their own age who were exper1enc1ng cqmman pre-

adolescent problems: conflict w1th author1ty.and the.process of establisRing ~ e

-~

ﬂnegelf as an adult. Labov's subjects, on the other hand, were watching shows

"such as "The Man From U.N.C.L.E>" which were probably very far from the

interests and experiences of pre-adolescent Harlem youth. The po1ntTessness

of the1r retellings may have reflected their understand1ng or lack of under-

¢

stand1ng of the original narrat1ves more than anything else. ' : T

The process seTect1ng and evaluating events to show the po1nt of a

e

“ story functions in reteJT1ngs #h the same way that it functions in narrat1ves

of personaT experience. The assumpt1on underlying different analyses of

reteTT1ngs in stud1es of read1ng comprehens1on and story-recall, that retel-

every detail possible from a story aiming at perfect recall cannot be Q
. ’ -
supported. The real evidence of reading comprehension in a retelling. lies
. = » . &

not so much in what is recalled as in how it is’recalled. It of course
foTTows from this argument that the more complex our understanding of a story
we've just read, the more complex the narrative will be that we create in
reteTT1ngs and” the more narrat/~2‘detaJTs there will be that can be ‘"ﬁéﬂ?ed
in the retelling. Thus story outline¥ and propos1t1ona] analyses w1TT prov1de

indirect measure§ of comprehens1on. Yet no refinement of the method of

mapping retellings against original stories can substantially alter its

23 o
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ability to measure comprehension because it is measuring only the contri-

bution of the text to the transaction of reading and not the contribution of

-

-

the reader.
. Significantly, other researchers have also made'this point. Harste and
:Carey (1979) argue that a retelling is a re;\1t of q éemantic’transaction
between the reader and the text dhd that what d1st1ngu1shes retellings. aré
not their 51m11ar1t1es with the original texts but their enormous d1fferences N
Eh. 17). Smith (1979) has suggested that the ana]ys1s of rete]]1ng shou]d“
fogus on "the regder, as author of - h1s owm_vers1on of the content (of aq
text)" (p. 90) - '. ) *
It theﬁitudy of retellings is to contr1bute s1gn1f1cant1y to our under-
astand1ng of how readers comprehend texts, then we must deve]op %§w ways of
analyz1ng Jretellings whith take into account both the reader s tontrlbd;lon ‘ ’/453
and the contr1but10n of the or1g1na1 text. .We must. be ab]ectoﬂdEterm1ne both- .
what 1soremembered and how it is organ1zeﬁ and presented The approach .
taken here, g: ana]yZIng the eva]uat1ve components of a retelljpg offers a -
great deal of promlse Yet this is only one "approach. Harste‘and €arey A
. (1979) and Smith (1979) offer différent approaches. There is no way td know
;at~this point which will be the most productive. If, however, we,continue‘
" to map erents and characters found in those retellings hgainst original
stories withoutbconsidering how those events and characters are structured in e~\
the retold narrative, we will continue to miss the most important 1nsaghts e

rete111ngs have to offer. X . T LN
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The research reported here is duawn\frOM'my dissertation, The Evaluation

« of Narrative Retei]iﬁgs bx,Sixth Grade Students completed aﬁ Michigan State

Un1vers1ty under "the direction of James Stalkez in August 1980. I am

indebted to C1ndy Selfe for read1hc{gnd commenting ,on.an earlier draft of the

. -
paper. : , .

“

&

; Retellings are presentqgé:ere in a style de?elobed‘by‘Labov and
- Waletzky (1967). Each independ t clause along w1th any subord1nate clauses
\ [
is placed on a single 11ne < In add1t10n con301ned verb phrases which are
v

temporally ordered are also separated and placed on separate lines. A

sentence such as “H; ran and then walked and tﬁen‘crawled” has three sequeny
_tial actipns and Qou]d be p;eated as three narrative clauses.- The narrative
structure of the rete]]jngs is skchhéd:to the‘féft of the narrative iﬁ\ah o
informa] tree structure. The labels in the structure are: .0O=orientation,

C=complicating action, E=evaluation, R=resolving action, and c=coda. . : .
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’ . TABLE 1.. - g ,

Evaluative devices in original

stories and in rete]]iﬁgé.

4 ‘.
. - ‘Y
< . N .
'
. - . \’ * %, -,
. . .

o - - "The Runaway“ ."'f "Ihe Parsley Garden
. . ' ) - * ReteMings - K Rete1hngs .
DEVICES . T . T =186 . : 280

Intensifiers: - . . ~
© Gestures T '-_.‘l 0 co 0
"Exﬁres:i.ve Phono']og)y _ / ¢4, ’ G
~ . "QuantiFiers - 15 Ay 18
\Repet1t1on - - .2 .I,if”;:’“ 2 -
Ritua? Utteranc‘es , 0 v : 0
Lex1c@1 Items ' 4

. ) - , “' "
@ekgroundmg IR 0 )

Wh- Exc]amat1ons

| . ToTAL . 27 R Vo3
‘ Comparatives: . . . S oL
/‘. = ‘.\ ' . ’ .
: Imperatives . 3 - . . ..3
. ) -
20D Questions ’ 2 . 14 .
- : "" . ) I} - © ) '?
' ~ MNegatives 0 ‘ 40
Futures -2 : . 6 .
' Modals SN S
A ’/ . - — P
- Quasimodals i 0 : -6 .
. \ ’
» = - Or-clauses _ ) 0 5«
m - @ : ’ :‘-_ &
. ‘Comparators 1 .0 o

<7 TOTAL - - 23 : 38 - o
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TABLE 1 (cont.)

3
- . v
’
. -
. .
. .

- "The Runaway" * "The Parsley Garden"
: Reteldlings ’ Retellings
DEVICES : ‘ T =186 © J =280°

>

Correlatives:

; Be...ing
Doub1e...1’ng~
Ddub]e Appositives
Double Attributives

. Participle R%ght
Participle Left

NominaTizations

TOTAL

*

‘Exb1icatiyes:‘

Simple Qualification

Simple Causation

.Complex Qualification
:Lomplex Causation
Compound'Qua1ifﬁcation
Compound Causation

~

. TOTAL
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TABLE 2

" Orientations and codas-found in the retellings

of "The Parsley Garden" and "The Runaway." - LY
. _ : ‘ "The "The Parsley
. . i ) Runaway" Garden"
1 ”
- “W* Retellings with orientations and codas 9 4 . ~
Retellings with an orientation but no coda - 1 L, 3 ~
Retellings with no®rientation but with a coda "0 -3
f Retellings with no orientation and no coda 0 0 P
o 4 :
. .
/.
-~ . " \
- 4 ] *

28
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